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Assessment of architectural work experience by employers and 
students
Brian John (Jack) Williamson 
Queensland University of Technology, GPO Box 2434, Brisbane 4001 QLD Australia 
A major element in the architectural work experience program at Queensland University of 
Technology is the assessment reports provided by students and employers. This paper gives 
an analysis of assessments submitted during the period 2000 to 2007 as viewed from a 
practice-base perspective. By comparing the 398 student assessments with 403 employer 
assessments in five specific categories over an eight year period one is able to obtain a clear 
understanding of the performance of the program and the relevance of its various sections for 
its participants that is not always obvious in a yearly analysis. In the major work experience 
areas there is close agreement between the student and employer assessments. However, the 
analysis did highlight a misunderstanding of the program’s aims by some participants. Overall 
the students were very positive about the program and appreciated the opportunity to work on 
real projects and be given a degree of responsibility for these projects. For Work Integrated 
Learning (WIL) practitioners this study clearly demonstrates the value of obtaining 
assessments from students and employers in order to establish the acceptance of a WIL 
program. 
Keywords: practice, architecture, assessment. 
INTRODUCTION
The current Bachelor of Architecture course at Queensland University of Technology 
(QUT) combines a work experience program with university studies. The work 
experience component is an early version of Work Integrated Learning (WIL). It has 
some similarities with a ‘cooperative education’ system but with the practice 
experience undertaken in parallel with the academic program so that they complement 
each other. This paper examines the architectural work experience requirements in the 
current QUT architectural course and establishes the relevance of this work 
experience as viewed by its participants by analysing the assessments provided by 
students and their employers during the period 2000 to 2007. As a result the strengths 
and weaknesses of the program during this period are identified. 
BACKGROUND 
The QUT architectural work experience arrangement dates back to about 1918 in the 
QUT predecessor institution, (QUT, 1996). In those times architectural students 
worked in an architectural office during the day and attended academic classes at 
night. As the architecture course moved from a part-time to a flexible-full time mode 
the practical experience in time became a formal part of the architectural course. In 
1994 this practical experience program was restructured into its present form that 
requires the students to work 72 weeks in the last three years of the course and to 
obtain some nominated architectural experiences. To achieve the objectives of this 
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early version of a WIL program, QUT has developed over the years an informal 
arrangement with the local architectural offices where the students can undertake their 
QUT practical experience requirements and also develop their documentation and 
professional skills by being involved in real life projects.
Student Employment Issues 
In this program QUT has restricted itself to the educational issues only and it is not a 
party to employment arrangements between the students and their employers. The 
students obtain work themselves and they become paid employees in architectural 
firms under the conditions of the Architects’ Award. Therefore, the problem of 
inappropriate job placement of a student by a university, as identified by Weisz and 
Kimber (2001), is avoided. Although availability of work for architectural students 
does vary each year due to market forces in the building industry, so far all students 
have obtained adequate work. Most QUT architectural students commence their 
architectural work experience in their fourth year of the architectural course. Entering 
the work force at this stage the students need to have developed adequate skills, 
understanding and personal attributes in the early years of the course to enable them 
to benefit from practice with its knowledge-building potential, (Savage, 2005).
Employers’ Needs 
Unfortunately the needs of the architectural practitioners and the objectives of 
architectural education do not always coincide. Academics aim to prepare 
architectural students for the broader perspective of life in the profession by 
developing students’ graduate capabilities and life-long learning skills to enable the 
students to survive and adapt to changing circumstances. On the other hand 
practitioners are currently giving preference to students and graduates who already 
possess the practical skills to work immediately on projects. This standard required by 
practitioners can only be achieved after a period of employment in an architect’s 
office where the students can develop their skills and competencies during practical 
experience together with their academic skills. Then the students will possess a 
dynamic package that makes them very employable on graduation, (Canter, 2000). 
Such graduates are able “to display a critical intelligence combined with imagination, 
a capacity to question, a sense of ethics and responsibility as professionals, a well 
informed architectural design ability and sensibility, a knowledge of precedence 
through history and theory, an understanding of the assembly of buildings, and 
importantly a willingness and hunger to continue to learn,” (Maher 1995, p.26).
ASSESSMENTS BY EMPLOYERS AND STUDENTS 
In the QUT program the students are required to submit certified evidence that the 
nominated time has been worked in an architect’s office and that the nominated 
architectural experiences have been obtained. The separate employer and student 
reporting documents were designed to encourage employers to assess the performance 
of the students and the students to evaluate their work experience. To-date, employers 
have cooperated with this arrangement on the condition that they did not have to fail a 
student in their report. To cater for this arrangement the terms used on the assessment 
sheet were ‘excellent, good, fair, pass, poor and not applicable’. Where the student’s 
work is unsatisfactory the employer soon finds a reason to terminate the employment 
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as the student is a paid employee. In that situation the student then has to seek 
employment with another firm in order to complete the program’s practical 
experience time and nominated experience requirements set by QUT. In 2005 the 
students were given the opportunity of using either the existing paper reporting 
arrangement or an electronic reporting system which enables an employer to assess a 
student’s practical experience by email and record it on a data base, (Savage, 2000). 
However, due to electronic program problems, not all employer assessments were 
received in 2006 and 2007. The numbers of employer and student assessments 
received during the eight year period are recorded on Table1. 
TABLE 1 
Assessments received 
 2007 2006 2005 2004 2003 2002 2001 2000 Total 
Employers 93 55 40 39 43 49 46 38 403 
Students 107 58 37 34 36 44 46 36 398 
The participants were asked to assess the program in five categories – design, 
documentation, site investigations, contract administration, and overall assessment of 
the program. The results obtained are provided in the following sections.
Design Assessments 
The bulk of the design assessments are in the excellent and good categories with 
higher ratings provided by the employers as shown in Table 2. 
TABLE 2 
Average design assessments over period 2000 to 2007 
2000-07 N/A Excellent Good Fair Pass Poor Excellent + Good 
Employers 0.5% 36.0% 56.3% 6.0% 1.0% 0.2% 92.3% 
Students 0.5% 20.9% 65.3% 11.6% 1.2% 0.5% 86.2% 
N/A = Not Applicable 
Follow up discussions with students revealed that many students had the perception 
that they were not given adequate design opportunities by their employers. In many 
cases the design for the project had been undertaken by senior staff or completed 
before the students entered employment. There are other situations where the 
employer was not impressed with the student’s design ability. Nevertheless, there are 
only a very small percentage of assessments in the not applicable category. However, 
in all these cases the students provided other evidence of design work undertaken. 
Documentation Assessments 
The analysis of data in this category shows a very close correlation of employer and 
student assessments. One would expect final year students who have worked 72 
weeks, to be either excellent or good in undertaking documentation work. However, a 
close analysis revealed that in 2000, 2002 and 2003 there were a small number of 
assessments in the pass and poor categories. Discussions with the students involved 
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revealed that these assessments were mainly due to personality problems that they 
encountered with their employers. The students’ and employers’ assessments received 
over the eight year period are summarised in Table 3. 
TABLE 3 
Average documentation assessments over period 2000 to 2007 
2000-07 N/A Excellent Good Fair Pass Poor Excellent + Good 
Employers - 49.1% 46.5% 4.0% 0.2% 0.2% 95.6% 
Students - 49.2% 47.0% 3.5% 0.3% - 96.2% 
Site Investigation Assessments 
Overall the employers’ assessments are higher than the students’ assessments. Some 
students expected to obtain more experiences in this area.  However, many firms find 
it difficult to justify paying a student to visit a site when the student is unable to make 
a noticeable contribution to the investigation work. QUT is aware of the cost to 
offices of taking students onto a building site and therefore it only requires a student 
to be involved in at least one site inspection. An unusual feature of the results 
obtained was the percentage of not applicable assessments even though other evidence 
was submitted showing that all students obtained an adequate experience in this area. 
The students’ and employers’ assessments are outlined in Table 4. 
TABLE 4 
Average site investigation assessments over period 2000 to 2007 
2000-07 N/A Excellent Good Fair Pass Poor Excellent + Good 
Employers 4.0% 27.5% 63.0% 4.5% 0.7% 0.3% 90.5% 
Students 2.5% 16.6% 57.5% 20.4% 3.0% - 74.1% 
Contract Administration Assessments 
Over the years it is clear that many employers are reluctant to give students 
experience in contract administration, which occurs during the construction phase of a 
project. This is clearly shown by the high percentages in the not applicable category.   
The aim of this section of work experience is to expose the student to the final stage 
of a project by requiring the student to obtain at least one experience in some aspect, 
but not all aspects of contract administration either as a participant or as an observer. 
Naturally most students consider that they should be given more experience in this 
area. Unfortunately, a number of employers find it difficult to justify the cost of 
involving a student in contract administration. Although the percentage of not 
applicable assessments is high, all students did meet the requirement by being at least 
an observer in one aspect of this work experience. Contrary to expectations, no poor 
assessments were received in this category as indicated in Table 5. 
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TABLE 5 
Average contract administration assessments over period 2000 to 2007 
2000-07 N/A Excellent Good Fair Pass Poor Excellent + Good 
Employers 12.9% 17.9% 55.8% 12.2% 1.2% - 73.7% 
Students 6.8% 13.3% 48.8% 23.1% 7.0% - 63.1% 
Overall Assessment of Program by Employers and Students 
Both employers and students rated the total program very high. There were no 
assessments in the poor category in the analysed period. However, in 2000, 2001, 
2003 and 2004 were some assessments in the pass category as shown in Table 6. 
TABLE 6 
Average overall assessments of program over period 2000 to 2007 
2000-07 N/A Excellent Good Fair Pass Poor Excellent + Good 
Employers - 37.4% 58.6% 3.5% 0.5% - 96.0% 
Students - 20.1% 75.9% 3.3% 0.7% - 96.0% 
DISCUSSION 
The program is designed to provide students with exposure to most stages of a project 
and not be confined to documentation and design work only. To ensure compliance 
with the program requirements the students have to provide not only assessment 
sheets but also signed log sheets to verify their experiences. Where unusual reports 
are received the employers and/or students are contacted. 
Assessment Discussion 
Tables 3 and 6 clearly identify that the results obtained in the documentation and 
overall categories are very good. The problem areas for students are in site 
investigation and contract administration where some employers are reluctant to 
involve students. This indicates that the aims of the program are not fully understood 
by these employers by not allowing the students to obtain some involvement in these 
stages of a project. A comparison of the participants’ acceptance of the various work 
areas of the program is provided in Table 7. 
TABLE 7 
Comparison of results obtained in each Category 
COMBINED EXCELLENT AND GOOD ASSESSMENTS OVER 8 YEAR  PERIOD 
Design Documentation Site Contract Admin Overall 
Employers 92.3 95.6 90.5 73.7 96.0 
Students 86.2 96.2 74.1 63.1 96.0 
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Report Feedback by Students
In 2006 and 2007 the students were required to submit a report on the value of their 
work experience in assisting their architectural education.  A detailed review of the 66 
reports received in second semester 2007 was undertaken. All the students discussed 
the type of work that they received and how beneficial it was for them. A significant 
number of students provided additional comments which are classified according to 
their subject matter and in comparing the positive and negative comments it can be 
clearly seen that the overpowering comments are positive.  
Number Positive subject matter 
37  Improvement in communications and confidence. 
19  Obtained better understanding of the profession. 
19  Practical experience improved their architectural education. 
16 Practical experience provided opportunities to apply university 
knowledge on real life projects. 
15 Improvement in team building. 
8 Obtained a better understanding of budgets for projects. 
3 Improvement in one’s time management. 
Number Negative subject matter 
1 Insufficient university support for students in practical experience. 
1 Insufficient preparation for students before undertaking practical 
experience.
1 Time management problem in balancing firm’s needs and university 
requirements. 
These finding agree with the observations of Parks, Onwuegbuzie and Cash (2001) 
who found that students “were extremely positive about their cooperative education 
experiences,” (p.29).
Below are a few typical positive statements received from students. 
Fantastic to be able to work on buildings and projects with architects and consultants 
has been absolutely rewarding. 
I appreciate that my work experience has given me an invaluable stepping stone into 
the Architectural Profession. 
My undergraduate work experience attained between January 2004 until  November
2007 has been of paramount importance in my development as an architectural 
student.
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CONCLUSION 
The following conclusions can be made from the study of the program: 
1. Overall the program is strongly supported by both employers and students. 
2. High assessments results are provided in the type of work where the students are 
employed to undertake the principal duties required by their employers, that is, 
documentation work by architectural students. 
3. Wide variation in assessment results occur in work areas where some firms are not 
prepared to give students extensive experience, that is, site investigation and 
contract administration experiences in this program. 
4. To avoid misunderstandings and the incorrect not applicable assessments by 
employers, the aims of the program need to be communicated each year no only to 
new employers but also as a reminder to existing employers. 
5. To improve the student’s feedback reporting system the students need to be 
requested to give comments on specific items as well as providing general 
comments about their practical experience.  
For WIL practitioners, this study shows the value of obtaining assessments from 
employers as well as students to identify the successes and problem areas of a 
program. It also shows that one can expect a wide variation in results in nominating 
experiences in work areas where some employers are not prepared to give students 
adequate opportunities. 
REFERENCES
Canter, M. (2000). The assessment of key skills in the workplace. Journal of 
Cooperative Education, 35(2-3), 41-47. 
Maher, K. (1995). The educational contexts of the profession’s concerns. In D. 
Luscombe & S. King (Eds.), Aspects of Quality in Australian Architectural 
Education (pp. 17-28). Sydney: The Royal Australian Institute of Architects, 
NSW Chapter. 
Parks, D.K., Onwuegbuzie, A.J., & Cash, S.H. (2001). Development of a measure for 
predicting learning advancement through cooperative education: Reliability and 
validity of the PLACE Scale. Journal of Cooperative Education, 36(1), 23-31. 
QUT, (1996). Architecture at QUT. Brisbane: QUT Publications. 
Savage, S. (2000). Using the web to create a community of learners in cooperative 
education: An example from architecture. In A. Herrmann & M.M. Kulski (Eds.), 
Flexible Futures in Tertiary Teaching, Proceedings of 9th Annual Teaching 
Learning Forum, 2-4 February 2000. Perth: Curtain University of Technology. 
Savage, S. (2005). Urban design education: Learning for life in practice. Urban 
Design International, 10, 3-10. 
Weisz, M. & Kimber, D. (2001). Ethics, education, and work: Reflections on 
cooperative education in the new university system, Journal of Cooperative 
Education, 36(2), 43-50.
WACE/ACEN Asia Pacific Conference 2008 E-Proceedings Page 634
